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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Monday, April 11, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Connie Whitworth, former
General Manager for the University Inn on the USU Logan campus. This is another oral history
interview for the Covid Collection Project. Joining us on the interview is Tameron Williams, the
Covid Collection Project graduate intern.
Good morning, Miss Whitworth.

CW:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So, let’s start by asking when you started your career at USU and the various positions you’ve
held during your USU career?

CW:

So, I started in August of 2019 during the week of Smallsat [Small Satellite]. So, that was quite
the initiation. The hotel’s full, the campus was full, you know, Small Satellite takes over the
whole Valley. So, I was used to a busy hotel and lots of student staff and groups coming in. We
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don’t get a lot of transient as much as the other downtown hotels. Ours are, you know, we serve
the different departments, athletic teams, you know, and then just some one-offs.
TW:

Okay. And so, you were the General Manager? That’s how you were hired?

CW:

So, no. So, back then, I was hired as the Assistant Director of Sales and Marketing. Leila
Neilson was the Executive Director. So, I was just really in charge of, you know, sales and
contracting, that kind of thing, and marketing.

TW:

And what all encompasses the scope of USU University – and you touched on a couple of things
– but what are the services that the University Inn is known for?

CW:

So, hotel part of University Inn is Floors 2 through 5, okay?

[02:03]
The lobby is on the second floor. The first floor is actually our tenants. So, it’s DRC, or
Disability Resource, the Career Services – I think they have a different name now – and then
there’s one other smaller unit. So, they’re our tenants. So, University Inn, also on our fifth floor,
we have the Trustee’s Board Room, and so they control that. And then we have a few other
conference spaces that we use or will rent out to various entities across campus and third parties
can use it as well.
TW:

And how many annually guests did you have stay at the University Inn?

CW:

So, it’s a 74-room hotel. So, 100% occupancy is 74, you know, per day. So, summers, you
know, great guns, like, you know, November, December, January not so much. So, I couldn’t tell
you the room nights now. I know that they generated or University Inn generated usually about
$1.1 million per year. I think that was kind of the budget range.

TW:

Okay. I was going to ask that. So, in the spring semester of 2020 at the initial onset of the
outbreak or at least the discussions of COVID and how it was going to impact Utah State
University, how was University Inn initially affected?

CW:

Well, March 14th, we shut down. So, that was like slamming door. We accepted no one for three
months.

TW:

And what did your – you, your staff, your student workers – what were they . . .?

[04:01]
CW:

So, it was really nice the way the University tried to keep people employed. There was some
initiatives with that. So, student staff that wanted to work, we would give them work around the
hotel. So, Leila Neilson, she had announced her retirement in January, okay? So, we were kind
of just working on that transition plan and then shifted over to this other, you know, COVID –
what are we doing? Never been shut down like this before. How does that look? And so, that
was kind of the Wild West for a little bit because some of the staff, the front desk manager, you
know, he was around. They were, you know, everybody was sort of showing up. And then as
COVID got worse and then it was like, okay, let’s go home. We’re going to work from home.
Leila stayed there. She retired June 30th, and then I started. And then mid-July they opened us up
again. But during that time, it was a lot of COVID paperwork – what are you doing, how are you,
you know, keeping clean? We installed plexiglass at the front desk as a measure and I think we
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still use it to this day because it’s really helped us, you know, even with colds and things. So, we
developed a whole protocol for the staff, and like every four-hour cleaning, that kind of thing, so
that when we opened in July – and we also have a breakfast room. So, that was not open for a
while. They were giving people dining cards with a $5 value to go use over at the TSC or other
places that were open. So, when we opened back up in July business was minimal and, you
know, rates were low.
[06:03]
We were trying to get the staff back up and they were great. The students were great about
cleaning everything – all the additional masks and gloves and all that. They didn’t mind, you
know. So, then we took a, you know, like, what we got was LOWITJA [?] in September. We got
softball teams, you know, kids playing sports because we were a little bit more open than
surrounding States so they could come and be with us. We got a little bit of business in August
and also move-in. So, they had spread move-in over three weekends trying to not have so many
kids come in. And then it seems like October we started getting really hit with COVID in the
students. Oh, and we also had students living with us. So, we had students on the first floor. I
think we had maybe eight – eight to ten students because they were trying to spread it out in the
forms. And also, I think they were trying to give us more revenue, you know, John Bostock. So,
that was happening. We were having a hard time with housekeeping staff, so Event Services –
their team who didn’t have any events to do, you know, work on – would come and they would
help turn rooms and, you know, keep us moving. We would have these periodic surges when –
because that’s when they were really dialing in, testing the sewage for each of the dorms.
TW:

The wastewater testing.

[08:00]
CW:

Uh-huh [affirmative]. And so, there was like, okay, that’s one. And then they would, you know,
clear people out or, you know, send them over. And I think it was close to Thanksgiving we had
a lot – we were pretty much full of students temporarily because they had to be quarantined.

TW:

In the University Inn?

CW:

Yeah. So, we were doing that. We were kind of keeping that on the downlow.

TW:

I was going to ask if there were restrictions like mask wearing? Were there signs up?

CW:

Everywhere. Everywhere masks and signs. And then even on the hotel – the elevators – we have
these little buttons that don’t, that repel, you know, like there’s a name for it. So, we kept that.
But we also had whatever the spray stuff is. The backpacks with whatever that – so we would get
in and spray the elevators. When they would deliver meals to the students staying with us, we
had that out in the lobby, every area of each floor, so then the students would just come pick it up
and take it to their – and our staff would grab trash a few times a day because, you know, at that
time, I think were at 14 days of quarantine early on in it? And then I think by 2021, it had
relaxed. So, yeah, we did, we just kept on, you know, if they needed a place to put people, we
were one of them. And then I also got certified to do the testing for COVID. So, you know, if it
was in the ball room and then it just kept on evolving. You know, we had it over by the stadium.
So, did a lot of COVID testing.
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[10:00]
TW:

So, do you know if the University provided COVID money for all the operations at the University
Inn for the students, for . . .?

CW:

I think they covered all that, like, all the food and stuff that the kids got. We charged, like,
nothing. We charged 35 bucks a night. So, we weren’t even covering our costs with that. It was
more, you know, good will and we’re all in this together kind of thing. So, I know later on there
was, you know, COVID money that – so, the University Inn has an R & R fund, and we have to
keep a pretty hefty one because we have to remodel and keep it looking like a place where people
want to come. So, we finally got some of that money, you know, replaced because they would
just take money out of that to cover all our losses. So, I think that’s how it kind of worked out
through Dwight’s office.

TW:

Okay. Did you have any contact with the COVID containment teams since all of the students that
need to quarantine or isolate were housed in the University Inn and what was that?

CW:

So, the University Inn is a part of Event Services so they used a lot of that staff. And then
through my testing I talked with a lot of these people. My staff had a lot of the containment
contact because my staff, especially fall of 2020, all the – sorority girls, they were, you know, it
was like, sorry, I have COVID. I mean, there’s nothing you can say. You can’t, you know, okay,
we’ll just figure it out, you know? So, it was just trying to fake ‘til you make it, right?

TW:

And what were the – were there extra cleaning protocols that were in place while you had the kids
that were sick and needed to quarantine? Was it like daily, was it, how . . .?

[12:03]
CW:

Yeah, we would leave them in there until, you know, I mean, we could give them stuff, you
know, things? And they would put them in bags because we really tried to keep the housekeeping
staff safe and we used that electrostatic sprayer on soft surfaces and stuff when they left. I mean,
we really got in there. We do our own laundry so that helped us a lot. Yeah, made masks,
gloves, hand sanitizer, all that stuff was available to guests and employees.

TW:

And that was both the housing of students through Housing Services but also for fall and spring
of 2020, 2021?

CW:

Mm-hmm [affirmative]. 2021 we got minimal, you know, like, when they opened up, they
opened up, and I think they felt like they had a handle on things. They were still masking for
sure. I think USU has been aggressive on masking. And so, it’s just been until recently, I think,
maybe this summer? No, with the Fall we were still pretty good. We left it up to the students the
fall of 2021, you know, how they wanted to do that because some of them, you know, might be
compromised or be somewhere where they are compromised. And we also weren’t meeting
together. Like, we were Zooming and there was a lot of that. So, that was something that
became really necessary for us to function was to have computers with microphones and cameras
and all that. And so, that became – it was a blessing and curse, right? We could still kind of, you
know, be together and see each other but then you have to deal with all the, you know, issues that
come with Zooming and, you know, your laptop.

[14:08]
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It’s not working, it is, or whatever. So, that was – I don’t think anybody foresaw that that – it’s
pretty commonplace now, you know, to have that option.
TW:

Did any of your employees work remotely from home?

CW:

Well, so, I kept on as a contract person the front desk manager because they, you know, didn’t let
me hire somebody back right away when we opened. And so, he was in Washington State and
knew everything but, you know, it was a cloud-based property management system so he could
help. So, that was nice when you couldn’t actually hire a body you could actually get some help.

TW:

So, I’m wondering with the curbing of travel and definitely the events on campus that academic
year of 2020-2021, we still had, if I remember right, some football games, some basketball
games. There were some events although I don’t think we had Summer Citizens or the youth, the
athletic stuff. What types of outside traffic did . . .?

CW:

Yeah. Summer Citizens came back last summer. A lot of groups chose to keep it virtual. So,
Small Satellite was virtual last year – ’21. It’s going fully in person this year. It’s very excited
about that. And so, that fall the football schedule was really strange and then they kind of cut it
short, too.

TW:

I think they only played six games and three of them were at home and three were away.

[16:00]
CW:

Yeah. Mm-hmm [affirmative]. And, like, I would volunteer at the games because we just didn’t
have enough people and that’s kind of been the theme ever since. Just not enough people to man
things and I think that was one of the neatest things about COVID was bringing all of us together.
So, you know, we’re an auxiliary and I’m sure, you know, the other guys have explained that.
And before that it was like, oh, yeah, I know you [unclear], I know you, you know, Alan
Andersen. But then it was all of us trying to figure out how to make it work, you know? Hey, I
can do this, I can do this, and we became this team, you know, and just trying to figure it out with
the restrictions that we had. So, that was nice.

TW:

What were some of the things that you did – you already mentioned some of them – some of the
things you and your team did besides just the University Inn during at least that first full year of
COVID? Because you were mentioning something about flexibility and being able to work, you
know, the challenges of what COVID brought to campus. How did that . . .?

CW:

Let me think about that. So, well, I mean, I think I mentioned that the Event Services in that 2020
fall, they came and helped us, you know, when we might have a big weekend night just to be able
to turn rooms and handle that load. It kind of seemed like if there was a voluntary opportunity we
tried to, you know, do what we could to offer help as we started opening up more.

TW:

Okay. And with January, February of 2021, vaccines became readily available or started to
become available.

[18:00]
CW:

Which was – which, no, since we were working with people, we got to jump in in January which
was fabulous because I know for myself, I got it early January and my husband and daughter got
it a week later and I never got it. So, I felt very, very lucky to have been able to do that, you
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know, and still work at the hotel and be in public. But I always felt pretty safe, you know? They
were so careful about not putting us back together too soon. And our guests were very careful.
So, that worked. So, February, you know, it was just, it was very slow but, you know, like I said
we were not back to full operations as far as, you know, food and those kinds of things. That
kind of came, I think May when they really opened the doors. May 2021. So, commencement
was busy.
TW:

And was there – was there particular, like, commencement, were there other activities besides,
like, Summer Citizens or other things that really made it essential that you opened up fully?

CW:

Youth City Council was March, you know, so those are two big sellout weekends. Huntsman
School, they, you know, try and get some things going. I don’t think they did Pow Wow. That
was – that didn’t happen. But anything we could do we were, like, please, you know, come back.
We also had a lot of visiting professors that stay with us and that was good. And then when we
started opening up more, we became the place for people that were coming to interview. So, that
was nice because the housing situation is so terrible right now. People are having to be in the
hotels longer term.

TW:

Did you promote the services to try to get more once you fully opened again? Was the promotion
aspect of the University Inn upped at that point or . . .?

[20:05]
CW:

A little bit internally. The thing is there’s this R555 which we can’t compete with downtown.
So, I have to be sensitive to that and I really – our football team? So, our coach stayed with us,
you know, our new football coach stayed with us for a couple of months. And that was, you
know, in January of 2020, right? 2021? Maybe 2021. 2021.

TW:

He’s been coach of the season in 2021.

CW:

Yeah, January of 2021. And then his staff, you know, stayed with us. So, that was actually cool.
Their recruits stayed with us. That was a lot because they were – whatever the 8th apartment
building – 800? Was not open. Is not open. And they had sold contracts to these kids. So,
starting in – I forgot about this – in August of 2020, these kids, these walk-ons, they’re like, hey,
we’re here. No dorms. The dorms are full. So, they stayed with us. The last one left like end of
October of 2021. So, we were, you know, we tried to accommodate. And then, you know,
basketball – women’s basketball. We had some of them that were having a hard time finding any
kind of housing. So, we were kind of the temporary housing when the dorms were super full.

TW:

So, summer of 2021 and leading into the fall semester of 2021, were things back to normal again?

CW:

They felt a lot more back to normal. We weren’t doing a lot of Summer Citizens. A lot of
Summer Citizens want pets.

[22:00]
We don’t accept pets. That kind of thing. So, it was slowly coming back. And then move-in
weekend was great. LOWITJA [?] the – the all the teams. And then we started having
conferences back in September. So, we had a really strong September/October. November
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always kind of, you know, goes off a little bit but it, you know, we had a really good fall. We
were making money.
TW:

And were masks still mandated and what were the cleaning mechanics?

CW:

Yes. So, the masks had relaxed but we still kept that cleaning, you know, at a certain level and
had masks available. We still do the cleaning and which I don’t think is a bad thing. We were
probably, you know, lax. So, hand washing, all that kind of good stuff.

TW:

And the revenue streams came back to where they were pre-COVID?

CW:

Yeah. This is probably the area that I wish I had better answers right now. I mean, I wouldn’t say
– like certain months we were good, yeah. I think we were making – we made budget and, you
know, exceeded it on some of the months for sure. We were pretty aggressive on the budget. We
were pretty dire on our predictions so, yeah.

TW:

And another question we’ve been asking is, what would you rank or how would you express the
mental health and stress that you and your team went through during the, at least initial outbreak,
and first year of the pandemic at University Inn?

CW:

Hmm. Well, it was myself and my Housekeeping Manager as the two people running the show.
And pre-COVID it was an Executive Director, myself as Assistant Director of Sales. We had like
a Group Coordinator, we had the Front Desk Manager, so we had more staff.

[24:00]
You know, more like senior staff. So, then it was just us. And we don’t have like a handyman or
somebody, you know, that is dedicated that is on our payroll. We go through the normal channels
for that. We were – I was stressed because it was on me, you know? I was getting calls at three
in the morning, you know? If somebody wasn’t going to show up and I couldn’t, you know, it
was me. That’s it. Because my Housekeeping Manager isn’t trained to do those kinds of things.
So, that was stressful. We had a year that, luckily, we weren’t doing normal business. It was the
students, right? And I did hire one of the kids that was living with us and he’s international to do
night audit because that’s and 11 to 7 a.m. shift. So, that was helpful to have him, you know, but
he could only do 20 hrs. a week. So, we were trying to, you know, figure out any way to cover
the shifts and then, you know, still lead a normal life. So, that first year back – so, 2020 to 2021,
that was, yeah, it was just us. So, that was a little lonely.
TGRW: And for the students staying with you in that period of time, were there any particular, you know,
special efforts made for helping with the isolation during that time?
CW:

Well, I’ll tell you, it felt like spring break, actually, in the dorms. It felt like [unclear] because,
you know, they don’t, they felt good. They could have COVID or their roommate might’ve had
COVID or whatever. They felt good.

[26:00]
There was a few people that were sick, you know, would say in the room kind of thing, but for
the most part, we could not control them. You know, they were supposed to stay there, supposed
to, you know, but there’s only so much you can do. But it all worked out. It all worked out and
maybe, like, that was kind of the, oh, what do they call it? The herd immunity situation, you
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know? But, yeah, I was pretty funny. I mean, I was all bent out of shape first couple days and
I’m like, I’ll just stay away from you. Yeah, we kind of had them isolated on two floors.
TGRW: So, you talked about, you know, returning to normal, normal budget? Is that where the
University Inn is at now do you think?
CW:

So, July 1 is when, you know, we went back to normal operations, well, the budget. The normal
operations, yeah, normal budget years. 2021? Yeah. Still was a little bit altered. I was able to
hire a Front Desk Manager in August of 2021. And so, that kind of felt like we were getting back
more normal. Like, there’s no restrictions. Like, we opened up the breakfast room which is a big
hit. Everybody loves waffles. And are able to, you know, handle the big groups again. The
housekeeping staff’s been great. Really, really good.

TGRW: So, speaking more broadly about your experiences, what do you feel have been the most
significant lessons you’ve learned both personally and professionally from the pandemic?
[28:00]
CW:

Wow. I never thought there would be a pandemic for one thing. But I’ve never been more happy
to be on a university or a workplace that they do actual science. My daughter got her MPH
[Master of Public Health] from here and, you know, knew some of the professors that were
working on COVID, vaccinations and treatments, and just like how important it is. We just took
it all for granted. We just took it all for granted. And I think the administration might have
gotten a bad rap for being so, you know, no, we’re going to do it this way. I thought it was
excellent that that first fall they let all the kids stay home. I mean, it killed our business but it
made sense. Why travel and bring it all back and then to have a longer break, you know? So,
you get through New Year’s Eve and all that partying. They get two weeks after that, you know,
to kind of hopefully get it through their systems and then came back. And that was a really good,
a really good spring. I think we were all feeling pretty good and just kind of waiting. Our thing
was, like, when are they going to let us have groups? When are they going to let us have groups,
right? 2021 at that spring. And it wasn’t until May. So, I think just the importance of having an
administration that deals in science, it just seems so obvious, but it’s just so much denial, you
know, was everywhere at the time. And, you know, standing firm really helped this University
just move on.

TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences at the University Inn during the
pandemic?

[30:02]
CW:

I just felt it was nice. I felt like we were the safe haven, you know, 24 hours/365, mainly, you
know, we’re a place that people can find safety. And I think that’s pretty cool.

TW:

Well, Miss Whitworth, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your
experiences with the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

CS:

Thank you all.

[End recording – 30:28]
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